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Chords Formed By
I nterva l s Of A Third

The trad iti ona l
centuries t e nd s to

tr i ~d

s~ un 1

tieth century d i ss onan ce.

of t he eigh te8nth aDd n i neteenth

tr it e i n t he
The

su r roundin~s

c o ~poser

f aces the

o f twennroble~

of

i mag i na tiv e us e o f th e trla1 s o as t o a d d f reshness to a
comnosition.

In mod e rn c Dmn:; siti on , rna i or 8.nd minor triads

ar e usually u s ed a s ooints of r e l axa tion b e f ore a n d a ft er
sections o f tension.
Progressions of the eight e enth and n inet e enth c e n t u r i es
we re built around t he I,

IV, and V chords.

All o th e r c hords

we re considered as incidenta l, serving to provide v ar i e t y .
Th e ~e l a tion shin of the roots of the I, IV, a nd V ch o r ds is
bn s ed on the interval of a fifth which exists between
Pr o gr essing by fifths was considered the

st r on~est

the ~ .

nrog resston

1JOSs ible.
Re l a tion sh i ps other than th e fifth can be madP t D sound
convincin g.
9l es .

Second :::mel thirrl root :rel::,.tion cycle8 2-r e exar.-t -

In the third relqti0n the primary

III-I a nd VI-I.

nro~ression s

ar e

In the second relationshiD the primary u r o-

gres s i ons a re I I - I a nd VII-I.

The cycle in force is con fi rmed

b y pa ssing and cqdential devices.

b uilt on any scale form.

Th ese relationshins c an be

2

flqrmonic m0tion may be created by shifting from one cycle
to another.

~llows

This

com~lete

freedom of root movement,

ma 1\ing the whole twelve-tone comoass of intervallic root progression available.

Any chord of thA progression may be con-

sidered as tonic of any scale.

In music that has no scale or

modality, there may be any .sequence of

chor~s

and keys.

Per-

feet fifths should be avoided as they tend to form a definite
modality.
often,

Major or

est~blishi~g

seconds and

~inor

thtr~s

are used more

no definite key.

The freedom of root

moveme~t

that come s ab out when chords

move independently of a scale relati6nshi"!J may Droduce progressions that are
be overcome by

ai~less

~iving

and have little

~eaning .

This may

each voice a definite puroose or by the

use of a diatonic melody line which brings the chromaticism
into clear focus.
"At any point , chordal material may be chosen by considerin~

a orominent note in the strongest voice as the root, third

or fifth of a major or minor tria d.
and three minor 9ossibilities.

Any note had three major

Even an unadorned scale line

produces pot~ntiB.l chordal variety o " 1

An underlying 'TIOde or

scale may come about in music of chromatically shifting chords,
but neither is a

1

determinin~

factor in the urogression.

Vincent Persichetti, Twentieth Century Harmony
(New York: W.W. Norton an1 Company, 1961}, p. 72.
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Another use of the triad is movement ofthe root and fifth
of the chords in parallel fifths in fundamental position.
This is made effective and interesting only by a great amount
of contrary motion in the other voices.

Use of the inverted

chord at regular intervals will relieve the confining parallelism.
Triads containing augmented or diminished intervals can
be awkward.

Augmented . or diminished thir(l.s that may result

from use of a synthetic scale sound as fourths or seconds.
These chords are usually altered to one of the four basic
chords (major, minor, augmented, or diminished).

Augmented

triads should be handled carefully so as not to sound like
the music of many movies or television
little depth.

progra~s

that has

Unaccented situations·are the best places for

such chords.
Major and minor triads can be clouded by the addition of
a diatonic second or·fourth.
tionally or non-traditionally.

These chords may progress tradiMixed with other fairly con-

s9nant forms, these clouded triads are often used in choral
I

writing and are very easily sung.

The sound is

~odern,

yet

handeled without difficulty.
W~en the a1dei second . or fourth is olaced in an upper

ocative, an

inco~pl~t~

loses strength.

seventh· or ·nitith

i~

·heard and the chord :

The chord remains strong when the second lies
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below the
is heard.

r~ot,

but an inverted ninth with the seventh omitted

Adding the fourth below the root decieves the ear

into hearing two rDots and gives one the feeling of hearing an
incomplete polychord.
Major and minor chords lose their root feeling if many
tones foriegn to the basic scale are added_.

If the added

notes are not separated from the tria-J.s, a cluster may result •
Small clusters are easily handeled by contrapuntal means and
may even be used in choral writing.

Both small and 1 -'l.rge

clusters are often used for percussive purposes.

"Clusters

of any size may be employed as melodic doubling in a contrapuntal style."

2

Triads may be clouded by including both major and minor
thirds of both third. intervals contained in a triad., sep3.rated
by one or more octaves.
"In general, triads with various added tones are mixed
together with other forms to avoid monotony.

When they are

employed, the style is usually quite consonant in terms of
t he twentieth cen t ury.

"J

Formerly treated as dissonances which were prepared and
resolved, the seventh and ninths are now freed from restrictions, progressing with or without reference to harmonic
2

G. Welton Marquis, Twentieth Century Music Idioms

(Engle1~Vood Cliffs, Ne1Ar Jersey: Prentice-Hall Inc.,
p. 237.
.

3.
Ibid •• p. 239

1964)
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rules.

They fit very well in mildly dissonant passages.

It is possible to construct seven different seventh
chords o:n ·· a root, using major and minor thirds.'

Seventh

chords with augmented or diminished thirds are misspellings
of· other chords.

It is mathmetically possible to build six-

teen different ninth chords with major and minor thirds, but,
actually, only twelve different chords are possible.

The

ninth chord is analyzed as two triads, the root of the top
tri~d

being the fifth of the bottom one. This causes the

ninth chord to have polychordal implications.
Variety is achieved in doubling and inversion. Seventh
and ninth chords may progress in as many different ways as
traditional triads do.

They function w·ell

of fifths. thirds, or sec8nds.

~'Vi

thin the cycle

Dominant sevenths move well

in the augmented fourth relationship also.

A feeling of

progression may be created by moving voices through the various forms of seventh and ninth chords formed on the same
root.
When the

co~or

gradations of the twelve ninth chord

formations is put in order from darkest to brightest, a composer may achieve a passage with textural control of the various ch ords.

Ninth chords, handled well, add freshness to a

harmonic progression.
Ninth chords provide quite a bit of color.

Omission of

the fifth adds richness to the chord, while omission of the

6
third or

sev~nth

gives the chord less color.

When the root

or fifth is doubled, the chord gains solidarity;

doubling

the third or seventh gives density of color, while doubling
the ninth increases tension.

The fourth inversion of the

ninth is very useful in rough passages because of its hard
texture.
Increasing the harmonic weight of the ninth makes it
less mobile , but this problem is solved when the chord is
touched by a voice moving from a triad or a seventh chord.
tvhen ninth chords are included in passage·s containing
nontertian

har~onies

the ninth should be constructed SQ that

at least one interval resembles that of the nontArtian chords.
Eleventh and thirteenth choris are very
~rieldy,

but useful.

l~rge

and un-

The eleventh is a comb ina tlon of t'l;-ro

triads a major or minor third apart, and. the thirteenth is a
combination of three triads that have tNo notes in common.
The thirteenth will not invert;

it will only form another

eleventh or thirteenth chord.
Melodic ornamentation of
often create eleventh

~nd

sev~nths,

triads, or pedal tones

thirteenth sounds.

These

chor~s

are

broken and analyzed as those structures with the fewest notes.
There tlre t'l"lO sh.9.roly dissonant intArvals present in
eleventh

an~

thirteenth chords.

If one is omitted, the chord

concerned is more easily worked with.

The chords should be
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arranged so as to pr-oduce a maximum amount of resonance, but
if a chord is spread out too much, tltvo separate triadic units
may result.

A polychord will form • . If the interval of a

fourth predom inates in the

~rrangement ,

the chord will sound

quartal.
Polychords and other co!Ilpound chord structures work ·quite
well in phrases where they are built around eleventh and thirteenth chords.

The reason for this is that much of the inter-

vallic make up of the eleventh and thirteenth is the same as
that of certain scale patterns.

This allows them to function

as six or seven note- tonic formations.

The melody of the

phrase is derived from th e scale implied by the eleventh of
thirteenth chord being used.

Seventh and ninth chords also

work well with elevenths and thirteenths in a phrase.
Hhen thirds are added on the thirteenth chord without
repetition of a chord tone, a fifteenth or seventeenth chord
results.

When larger chords thr:m the seventeenth are built,

there may be some duplication of tones.

The size of the chord

is determined by finding the distance between the root and
the highest note.

The se chords are made easier to work 11Ji th

when two or three inner voices are left out.
the

~hord

Separation of

into triadic units shou ld be avoided to prevent

formation of a polychord.

8

It is possible to build a twelve tone chord using intervals of a third.
be handeled with

These chords R-re so comnlex that they must
~reat

care .

The instrumentation used in

playing this type chord should be planned carefully.
ing them in the
chord.

u~~er

Also, playing

Play-

register lightens the density of the
conson~nt

parts of the chord by sepa-

rate orchestral choirs gives the chords a lighter texture.
Fifteenth and seventeenth chords are usAd for punctuation,
for creating a quiet but sustained tension, and for short passages that follow unison writing .
voices

provid~s

ease of

~ovement .

Parallel motion of the
When contrary

~otion

in

some voice is u sed , intervallic dista nces change and these
tertian chords tend to move to

chor~ s

formed by fourths, sec-

onds, polychords, h e terogeneous compound chords, or minor
chords.

,

__,.
"•

Po:tychords

When two or :nore conventtonal cho-rds from differing harmonic areas are combined to function as one chord, a polychor-:.1. i s formed.

These chords can be used. in

~my

type of

composition.
The chord sections which .make up _a · <>oly9hord ·are · kno~m
as chordal units.

These units mu.s t be c.!3.refully spaced to

assure polytonal clarity.
volved will

~loud

Any rearranging of the ton e s in-

or destroy the polyharmonic effect.

Resonance in all polychords is determined by spacing.
Where two or three chordal units are gathered together , there
will be resonance that is determined by the position of the
bottom chord_ and the a hili ty of · its tones to produce overtones.

Overtones that result from a fun0aliental tone can

produce polyharmony.

A polychord built on the second inver-

sion of the bottom chord is the most resona•1t.

This is be-

cause the perfect fourth created by the six-four chord is
closer intervallically to the perfect fifth of the overtone
series than is the major third of the triad ln close postion.
~llien

the fundamehtal bottom triad is spread apart, it

is possible to build a sonorous structur8,.
tion of the upper triad.

u~uin!S

The position of the

any posi-

upp~r

however , depends on the out eJ' voice relationships.

triad,
The
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resonance of the up':>er triad depends on ho1>r near it is placed
to the overtones of the third anci fifth of the bottom triad .
Small intervals should be placed in the top triad and wide
intervals should be pl8.ced in the bottom triad.
Spacing of the polychord determines the density.
the chord units are placed
at its greatest point.

fa~

l!J'hen

apart, the tonal vibration is

Using contrasting instruments for

each unit in orchestration of the polychord.

~'fill

make each

unit very clear and. 1,.rill bring out the contrast caused by the
polychord.
strength.

Doubling consonant
"A tone

componant parts."

com~on

i~tervals

gives the chord

to both units helps to blend the

4

An effective relationship of the ·b ottom q,nd top voices
is very imp0rtant.
voices

a~fect

The consonance or diaaonance of the outer

the whole structure.

Close spacing 0f polychords and monochrome scoring cause
cloudiness, but this is very useful in varyin'3; tension.

The

The closer the dissonances are placed to each other., the
greater the amount of tension becomes.

In this situation

c3.re must be taken to clearly define the separg,te chord_al
units by constrasting instrumentation or they will run together and polyharmony will cease.
h

'Persichetti,

~cit.,

p. 1)9.
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When the upper unit forms a chord. by thirds, with the
bottom chord, the ear

1~rill

hear hear it as not being a poly-

chord if the structure is isolated.

However, if the chord is

placed in a context tiTi th polyha rmony, the ear will hear it as
a polychord .
When the polychord is transposed upward it loses body
g,nd resonance but aquires a brilliant quality.

The sound

changes drastically when the chord is transposed to" a lower
register.
Polyc 11m·ds formed by :na.jor triads are consonant ancl very
resonant.

A very useful list of the m:stjor ma,jo_:r polychords

can be made by building the . upper units on
cycle of perfect

fift~s

the notes

of a

which begins with the bass nbte of

th e second inversion of ·the bottom ·c hord.·

If the bottom chord

were a C ch.ord, G would be the note that the top tri"ad would
be built on.

As the sequence progress, the chords decrease

in consonance and increase in dissonance.
Polychords may be made up of any type triad, major , minor ,
augmented, or diminished.

These may be used in any combination.

Aminor chord over a major is fuller than a major over a minor .
In polychords containing at least one augmented or diminished
chord, the >nost easily hA..ndeled chords are the major(bottom
chord)-diminished(toD), major-augmented, minor-o.ugm?.nted, and
minor-diminished.

When the bottom chord is augmented or
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dj_rninished, the voices should be spread to prevent crowding
in the lower -register.

The resonant possibilities presented

are the augmented-major , augmented-minor, augmented-augmented,
augmented-diminished, diminished-major , diminished-minor,
diminished-augmented, and diminished-diminished.
A scale cannot be used to establish tonality.

A pre-

vailing ""llelodic line or harmonic gravitation to a predomin.stnt chord, 1'Vhich should be resonant, will establish a tonal
center.
Long passages of nothing but polychords are tiring and
should be broken up.

Unison or two voice 11riting are good

interruptions that freshen the t"exture of the composition.
Leaving out notes in either triadic unit will lighten the
chord and make it supole.

Polychords 11.re best used as

"arch itectural harmonic pillars."5
There are four ty "r--.s of polychords i'rith three or :nore
triadic units.

They are :

(a) the top chord built on t he

third a nd fifth of the bottom chord, (b) the top chord built
on overtories of the third and fifth of the bottom chord, (c)
the top chord built on overtones of the overtones of the third
and fifth of the bottom chord, (d) the t o9 triad built on
ovArtones of the root, third, or . fifth of a triad other than
the bottom triad.

5p ers1cne
.
tt.1,
1

.2J2.!_

it

~'

·.
p. t'49··
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Polychords constructed from th:ree or more triadic units
~reused

very briefly in cl1mactic sections or fast but quiet

sections.

Their units should be kept sep8.ra te for clarity.

This makes them difficult to handle, and, even if clarity is
maintained., an
t~aditional

ex~erienced

ear

m~y

hear the . polychords as

chords with one root.

Polychords made up of sev0nth chbrds are useful in chordal
groups that strengthen a single line.
sforzando chords.

They are also used as

When the units in this type

polych~rd

have

a not or notes in common, a homogeneous sound is created.
Chords other than tertian sonorities cqn be combined with
triads to form a different a.,.1d useful tyDe of polychord.

In

such combj_na t ions the tJ:-iad should be pl"lced on the bottom to
allow freedom of movement.

When triads are placed on top,

they form a darker, less resonant chord 't'l'hich may have occasional use.

Non-Tertial Harmonies

"When the traditional system of tonality seemed to have
been extended to its limits, certain co-: nuosers attempted to
erect alternate systems in which chords may be built -on inter6
vals - other than thirds."
One of the earliest signs of this
experimentation was the four note chord constructed from the
whole tone scale.
Chords which are constructed on the interval of a fourth
a re nqt as resonant as tertian harmonies.

Because the voices

have no iirect relationship with the root, there is no clearly
defined ro;t.

Because of their characteristic neutral sound,

they should not be used · in long passages , but should be mixed
with other types of chords for harmonic color.
In three
note - chords
by fourths, there are three possi.
.
bilities of intervallci arrangement:

perfect-perfect , per-

feet-augmented, and augmented-perfect.
\·.Then the chord is inverted in either of its two inver.;.. '
sions, the interval of a perfect fifth is. formed.

This will

create the impression of an incomplete tri.9.d (third left .out ) .
When a distinctive fourth chord quality is d esired , the interval of a fifth ::lire ctly abov e the bass s11ouli b e .swoirled: but
positions featuring t1:1 e Derfect fifth g ive quartal hB.r;nony

6Marquis· ·

~

cit. , p. 248.
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variety and color.

Open spacing of fourth chords increases

harmonic express i vness .''
There are no set rules for doubl:l.ng, but doubling outer
voices adds color and doubling inner voices gives strength to
any moving voice.
Chords built on perfect fourths are chromatic
they do not follo't'r the structure of any one scale.

bec~use

This qual-

ity makes them easier to handle than chords built ori perfect
and augmented fourths.
The perfect fourth chord is not dissonant because there
is no sharp interval, there is an equality in the intervals,
and the minor seventh created is a very mild interval.

This

creates a texture that is vc:.ry conson0.nt in a quartal context4!!
When a fourth chord contains the interval of the augmented
fourth, the upner note of the tritone should resolve to the
nearest note of the predominant melody or scale pattern of the
composition.

If two tones of the melody or scale pattern lie

at equal distances from the up-per note, either direction may
be tal{en.
A three note chord by fourths of any type may move in
any direction, diatonically, chromatically, or by skip. to any
other fourth chord if one voice moves with a strong !D.elodic
purpose .

If all other voices rema.in stationary, one voice may

skip a fourth or seventh, causing a larger version of the same
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chord.

Greater harmonic freedom is made possible by keep-

ing voices in upper register, using a T>eclal point to lessen
the need for resolution of a dissonance, or adding a florid
voice to the chord.
Quartal chord members move freely, making the formation
of · quartl cadences easy.·

The final chord in the cadence is

strongest if it is inverted.
haiTe any bass note desired.

The next to l a st chord may
In cadences made uu of other

chord forms, . the chord by fourths cand be used as dominants.
\vhen the interval of a fourth prevails in the harmony of a
composition, any mixture of chords may be used.
The four note chord by fourths is a more useful chord
than the three notr chord py fourths.
sions,

g ivin~

it four forms.

it h:3,s thr ee inver-

Rea l harmonic movement is crea-

ted by moving through the fqr.ms of just one chord.
note chord is also more more resonant

th~n

.The four

the three note

chord.
The voices of the four note chord by fourts move ea sily.
When pra gressing to a tertia n ha rmony two voices of the qua rtal chord move 0 onjunctly and the othP.r voices remain st9.tionary.

T,Vhen the augmented fourth is involved, the tri tone moves

ea sily if it is put a t the top of the chord.
A major or minor third added above or below a three note
chord by fourths g ives the chord color a nd richness.

Th is is
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very useful in a

cadenti~l

or passing situation. Adding a

third above and belm>J to form a five note chord is useful in
p.~ssages

containing polychords and chords by thirds.

Chords by fourths can be arran3ed to contain fifths.
If fifths dominate a quartB.l chord, the fourths may become
hard to hr::tndle.

They should resolve t 'J the .third of a com-

pound quartal structure before l:l.OVing to a chord of fourths. It is possible to construct a twelve not chord by fourths
before repeating a tone.

Up to five notes,

t~e

chord is oon-

sonant, but as· the number oftones incre!?.ses to six and up, the
chord becomes more dissonant.
chords is difficult.

Movement of the large unwieldy

Parallel motion, a unison interruption,

or an enriched dominant harmony will aid in giving variety and
motion.

Placing larger intervals at the bottom of tr_e chord

and ami tting a chord member- will aid in clarity.
~

lvhen voices

are clustered, the quartal distinction may be kent by variance
of orchestral timbre.
When the many possibilities of harmonic structure are
. employed simults.neously., the highest degree of effectiveness
in composition is reached.
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